


BY CHARLES SMITH

Above: BART zips through Oakland and past the Fruitvale transit village; right, storefronts

that will make the retail base in Fruitvale Village's pleasant plaza setting.
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Another view of the Fruitvale Village's plaza.

neighborhoods' very desirability render them unafford-
able to all but the top layer of Bay Area wage earners.

If you can't affofd to buy into a trendy neighborhood
chOck full of shops and services, what's left? Previously it
had been either a hideously long cominute to exurbia or a
loft in a service-poor urban core. Now there's another
choice. After a decade or more of effort by cities, planners,
neighborhood activists and developers, a third choice, the
transit village, is finally popping up all over the Bay Area.
By building a mix of housing and services near BARr;
Caltrain and light-fail stations, they bring together the
same conveniences of transit and pedestrian-friendly
shops that make established urban enclaves so desirable.

It's all part of the mid-'90s New Urbanism move-
ment, which calls for a renewal of the charms and conve-
niences of an urban landscape designed for people rather
than parking. New Urbanism preaches that a diversity of
housing types is better for both community and con-
sumers than an either/or choice of Suburban sprawl or
highrise urban towers.

Given the Bay Area's well-established mass transit
systems and its concentration of New Urbanist practi-
tioners, it's not surprising that a range of transit-orient-
ed developments -TODs, in urban planning nomen-
clatUre -are sprouting up from Richmond to Daly City.

Despite these advantages, more work needs to be
done before transit villages reach their potential as
great places to live and worthy solutions to the region's
a~te housing crisis.

-1

New Urbanism, New Choices
Fir5t, let's dispense with the notion that tranSit villages

are for everYone. That, after all, is one of the problems with
suburbia: the idea that a monotulture of thre~-bedroom,
tWo-bath homes designed for families ,vith kids works for
everyone. It doesn't; a "single holiSehold" doesn't need a
big house or the roommates to pay for it, ~d not every
elderly ~IWn wants to live so far from medic:aI se;rvices.

But the number of those who fit the New Urbanism
profile, who like comer cafes and easier commutes, is
significant and growing. According to a study pro-
duced by the Congress for New Urbanism, nearly 25
peIicent of the middle-aged population and some 53
percent of "Echo Boomers" (ages 24 to 34)
would choose to live in transit-rich, walka-
ble neighborheods, A recent national mar-
k~ting assessment found that demand for . al Vill . ak .t b th thhowing ,vithin walking distance of transit ruItv e age IS an extreme m eover, lor 0 e

will.more than ~oub~e by 2025! says Shelley local libr ary and the nei ghborhood" sa ys one residentPoncha, executive dIrector of the nonprofit ,. -

Center for Transit-Oriented Development.
., Anyone who pays attention to the market realizes the demand is only

getting bigger, and cities are setting the table for this kind of growth," she says.
Transit-oriented housing wasn't a hard sell for Lira and Patrick Tang; a

New Urbanist project in Hercules caught their attention a~ they rolled past
in :i Capitol Corridor Amtrak ttain. Shortly after visiting the site, they sold

~

their Oakland hills home and moved their family to Hercules. The reason?
"Convenience and the quality of the bomes here," says Patrick. "We'd liked
the area, but weren't interested in the cookie-cutter developments."

Getting to work in downtown Oakland via a lO-minute shuttle bus ride and
BART takes about 45 minutes, he says, rime he can use for reading. The couple
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is looking for\vard to the opening of a small retail center and restaurant a
fe', blocks a,vay, and a new ferry pier and train st;ation that are in the
planning stages ,.ill be within easy ,valking dis!:ance. Tang ,vas so in1-
pressed ~ith the project and the qu:ility of the plaruling in Hercules that
he no,," serves on the city's Plaruling Commission.

° Connie Funderburg also needed little persuasion to move into

Oakland~ Fruitvale Village. Even before construction had staned,
she'd researched the project on the Internet and then placed her name
on the waiting list for one of the 47 rental apartments. Bet\veen her job
at the Oaklarid Libr~ry's Cesar Chavez Branch and her nearby apan-
ment, Funderburg ,vas well aware of the area's rough edges: Drug-
dealing, prostitution and vandalism regularly occurred in the poorly lit
~treet, and her car had been broken into. Though her family pressed
her to move from the area, she loved its diversity and set her sights on
li.ing in the Village,

Despite some patience-ttying delays -.:.- at one point, all the affordable
unitS had been spoken for -Funderburg got her chance, and moved into
a spacious one-bedroom loft in January of this year. Commuring via
B.-\RT to t\vo pan-time jobs -one at a worker-:-o~-ned co-op itl The City
and another at the Oakland Library's main branch -she says she uses her
car about once a week:

Security, she reports, is "excellent," and the well-lit Village has even
improved the surrounding nighttime street scene. "The residents here
feel a real sense of pride in living in such a nice place," she says. The Cesar
Chavez branch of the Oakland Library has a new home in the Village,
and as a former employee, Funderburg is espe.cially pleased "ith the
transformation ° "The Village is an extreme makeover, for both the
libral)' and the neighborhood," she says.

For Shannon Murray, who bought into the new Oceari,ie,v Village
complex in San Francisco last year, the deciding factors were afford-
ability and convenience. The proximity to Interstate 280 and the Daly
Cit}, BART station make it a "commuter's dream," he says, and the
units '..oere far more affordable than ne,v loft projects in the South of
~larket district. As for convenience, he says, "In SoMa, you're SL-
blocks from a supermarket. Here, "ve're right above a g)'ID, a dry cleaner
and a supermarket."

"
-,.-

The False Economy of Sprawl
\\llat about the people ,vho still aspire to a suburban dream home?
Like it or not, ,ve need to dispense ,,'ith the idea that ,,-e can solve our

housing shortage by paving over the counties to the south and east ,,'ith
four-lane streets and five houses to the acre- If there's one thing environ-
mentalists and the local business cornmunit}. agree on, it's that strato-
spheric housing prices alld the regional costs ofspra,vl are direateni11g to
strangle the region's liv-ability. .

A 1995 report titled "Beyond Spra,vl: Ne'v Patterns of Gro,vth to Fir
the New California" rev.ealed the false economy of sprawl. \\'hile the
indi\idual home buyer might vie,... a ne'v house in Brent\\"ood as "afford-
able," sprawl's cost to the region :IS a ,vhole is high and getting higher: in
loSt agriculture lana, air pollution, gridlock and the slo'v erosion of the
local economy:lS employers move to areas ,vhere employees can afford a
home ,vithout killing themselves.

The cause of our housing crisis is simple: Demand outstrips supply,
The Public Policy Institute of California calculated that the Bay Area '\":IS
short 168,000 housing units in 2000 -and unless our economy com-
plerely crumbles, it ,viiI onI y get worse. By 2025, the Association of Bay
_-\rea Governments projects, the population of the Bay Area ,vill reach 8.2
million people"'"- an increase of 1.4 million from its present level. Cur-
rently, fe\ver than 20 percent of Bay Area residents (,..-ith a median family
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income ?f around $80,000) Can afford a median':priced home ($500,000), One cause is the conceptual and historical legacy of restrictive zoning.
compared with 55 percent nationally. The '50s-era mind-set of suburban heaven had a regulatory basis: well-

With commute times and house. prices both stretched to the brealcing intentioned-roning--codes that outlawed mixed-use development aad held
point, there's a sulfurous whiff of rancor in the air ~ese days around suburban density to levels that practically guaranteed spra\vl. This default setting re-
growth. C~tural critics such as David _Br9oks- ¥ve .dra""Il their rapiers in mains today, as planners, developers and affordable-housing activists wres-
defense9f suburbia, finding the American Dre~- ~d diversity"ithin its ho- tle. to rezone single-use tracts for multiuse, higher-density developments.
mogeneity, "?I.We fed-up residents of ~~ y~ be91;o~~. ~ommunities hee.ttols In seeking other causes, you enter a housing version of "Rashomon, ,,- in
are rising up in rebellion ~gainst mor~ dey~opm~~_:-' ..., which every player has a different but equally convincing perspective. Builders

It's ~eyond refute that three- to four-hour daily ~oinmutes deplete home say mey can't find urban parcels to build on and point to anti-growth NIMBY
~d commucityJife, and that the envirorimental costs of traffic congestion ("not in my backyard") activists and sclerotic agency approval procedures as
-not to mention the obesity of the drivers -rise in direct proportion to additional impediments.:Then there's the issue ofborrowinginoney to bUild;
the d~ving distance from urban centers. Few dispute that the suburban until recendy, lenders have shied away from any housing omer than smgle-:
lifestyle of spending a significant chunk of one's life sitting in a car is un- family dw~. Builders and designers of condominium projecisalso lament
healthy, or that the era of cheap oil that enableS-it may ,;'::; ,.i.. '.:~~:~;~". -','" '::":: .--~;well be drawing to a close; and few argue mat chopping "

down peach orchards for another walled community is
an ideal land use policy.

So why do builders keep building homes fardter and
farther afield, and why do people keep buying mem? The
universal reply is: because mat's all we can afford. That ex-
planation masks a deep disconnect between what consum-
ers say mey want and what is available, and betWeen what's
affordable for mem and What's bearable for me region.

Tom Weigel of meSurland Companies, a small family-
owned developer based in San Ramon mat is planning
tranSit-ori~ted developments in Tracy and HercUles,
states me dilemma wim wry exaggeration. "In market sur-
veys, me home buyer says he wants a 4,000-square-foot
house on a half-acre in Palo Alto for $250,000. But if you
get in your car at work and start driving, how far do you
have to go before you find that house and price? Halfway
to Bakersfield?"

To Weigel, me issue is quality of life. "Quality of life
isn't just me distance betWeen you and your
neighbor," he says. "It's living life closer to
home and having uses within me commu-
cityyou can walk to. G~eat neighbo~hoods ART is actively

P ursuin g mixed-use pedestrian-friendly
are connected to shoppmg and serVIces." I ..' ..

Almough consumers are often behind -de\Telopment of It own properties adjacent to stations.societal change, Weigel says this isn't me .

case in New Urbanist-style development. "The push for new transit-oriented me state's porous "consn-uction defects" legal code, which has encouraged
housing is currently driven by public agencies and citizen support, ramer man questionable lawsuits at me expense of housing. Although me Legislature re-
the consumer," he says, "but once me consumer can see and feel this alterna- cendy passed an attempt to correct mese abuses, me jury is still out on whemer
tive, meywill be part of me push." building condos is worth me risk.

John Troughton, a commercial real estate broker with Cushman & Wake- Cities, meanwhile, found mat me post-Proposition 13 fiscal arrangements
field in me East Bay, points to me separation of jobs and housing as anomer betWeen state and local governments discourage the development of new
cause of congesrion. A resident ofHercul~s' New Urbanist Promenade proj- -housing. Retail sales taxes are the chief way ciries can increase meir general
ect, he says, "Building housing by transit is a good idea, but ha..ing jobs nearby revenues, so me incentive is to attract retail, regardless of me impact on traffic,
eliminates COmlnutes altogemer." Troughton, who facilitated a commercial neighboring cities, or livability.
condominium project in Hercules dIat enables ~businesses to own space Some of me inertia can also be attributed to me balkanized nature of ~ay
in dIe city's business park, says that cities need to encourage small businesses Area municipalities and agencies. Even when a city is committed to adding
tQ grow along with hoUsing. housing and transit nodes, me hurdles can be, as Hercules Vice Mayor F~

Batara notes, "daunting." Hercules has been trying foryears to add a new tram
What Took 50 Long? station on me Capital Corridor rail line; me goal is to incorporate me new
But if mere's such a confluence of enmusiasm for buiiding transit-oriented station into me New Urbanist neighborhood being built adjacent to me tracks.

housing, how com~ mere's so little of it? And why has it taken 30 years from While considerable progress has been made, complex negotiations over me

BART's 1972 inauguration to constrUct alternatives to sprawl? .'.
Culprits are p~entiful, for me answer is as co~plicated as the housing Above: Connie Funderburg rides BART from her home In Frultvale Village to

crisis itself. work at the Oakland Public Library.
..
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station's design and funding are Still under way with the Union Pacific
Railroad and governmental agencies.

As a measure of local hoUsing's complexity, consider that Oak~
landIBART's new F~tVale Village took a decade of planning and
the cooperation of numeroUs municipal and regional agencies be-
fore ground cowdbe broken; some 30 different private and public
sources were assembled to fund the project.

Given this maze of hurdles, ilie wonder isn't that it's taken so long for
alternatives to suburban sprawl to arise, but iliat any have arisen at all.

Not All Hype
Though it's tempting to dismiss much of the hoopla around transit

vill'.1;ges as hype, the fact: that local t;ransit agencies and ciries are pro-

mo~g TODs is si~ficant. BART. for instance, is acrivelypursuing

mixed-:-use, pedestrian-friendly development of its own properties ad:'"
jacent to srarions. -.

Peter Albeit, manager of BART's West Bay Planning, sees each new
transit village as an opportunitY for area residents to "pick a featUre of
the cominunity mat's well-loved and polish it up." Consulrarions ,vith
the communiries around each srarion have refined the agen9's plans
for Balboa Park and Pleasant Hill, he says, placing each new project: in

sync ~im the neighborhood.
"Starion parJcing areas of the 1970s were designed primarily for easy

auto in-out access," he~~~. "We now work \\-ith the understanding

that if the transit-ori~ted design isn't really oriented for pedestrians,
the project: will be failing me community."

B.-\RT, of course, has an interest in expanding transit uSe, and a
recent study by UC Berkeley's RQbert Cervero confirmed me com~
mon-sense e."\.-pecration mat people who live near srarions are five rimes
more likely to use transit than the average resident in the same city. "A
transi tVillage is a lifestyle, not jusihousing," Albert says, and ~ith over
two dozen projects under way among its 43 srarions, BART -along
with its omer 22 local transit agency cousins such as Caltrain and VTA
(Santa Clara Valley Transit Authority) '-- has the development guide-

lines and me momentum to lift TODs off the drawing board.

Wedding transit wim mixed-use housing takes money, and after
decades of disinterest, government funds are available from agencies
like the Metropolitan Transport Commission, the overSeer agency for
all Bay Area transit pl:mnmg and improvements. James Corless, a se-
nior planner ~ith MTC, says that "Ten years ago, we dirlr\'t focus on
housing at all. It's now b.ecomeclear we can't ignore where hb~ing
development takes place anymore." -"

.As a region, Corless says, we've srifled housing near the urban cen-
ters wim the Prop. 13 disincenriVes; burdensome regularions and anri-
grom sen~ent. "What we're trying to do now is make it easier to
live near anu:rban center py opening up the market for residents who
~"aDt this housing but who've never had the choice," he says.

While MTC funds transit improvements i-atlier than housing per se,
CorleSs says its board of local eleCted officials has a long-term '~sion of

~t-rich, mixed-use comniuniries. "We're planning the next 25
years of regional transit investIIlen~ .around that vision," he say-s.

" " .-" -
Revitalizing Neig"hborhoods by Creating New Ones

.\iVhat makes a TaD different from any other housing project? Un-
like a single-use project, which can be deSigned by opening a book and

copying specifications, transit villages are inherendy complex. In mix:'
ing tranSit, commerce. and housing, designers must find common

ground amidst disparate players and perspecrives: lenders, city plan-
ners, transit authoriries, developers and neighbors. As a result, even
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though each village strives for pedestrian-mendly mixed-use, each must
fit into a ucique site.

"Each parcel calls for its 0\'11 solution," says Ale."( Seidel, \\.hose linn,.
Seidel-Holzman, has designed transit-oriented residential projects in
Hayward, Souili San Francisco, Campbell and Colma. "And each one
requires grappling\~iili ilie entrenched cultures of how these proje!=ts are
put togeilier." ..-

Aliliough project critics often focus on density -St3ndard subdivi.,
sions have five units per acre, while transit villages aim for 20 to 25 per
acre -J oey Scanga, a principal of Calthorpe Associates in Berkeley, says,
"Density isn't the issue. Livability is. You have to crack the shell of mese
large urban blocks by reconfiguring mem into walkable places like the
old neighborhoods everyone covets~"

In Caliliorpe Associate's plan for the new Richmond Transit Yillage,
that meant restructuring boili the density and the opponunities for
homeownersrup by bringing together rental, affordable arid market
ho~ing, alley-fed parking. generous walhVays, and ~ acc~ t;0 the
transit hub's buses, BART and Capitol Corridor Amtrak ~e.-: :. .

-..0- -". .,..., .

Connie Funderburg's deck at Fruitvale Village.

The firm's Bay lvleadows project in San Jvlateo, Scanga says, shows how
increased density can be fit into the neighborhood. The density is low near

existing single-family homes, then ittransirions to incorporate townhomes
and a retail center anchored by a "Whole Foods supermarket, and finally
scales up to Franklin J:'unds' office headquaners.

Though higher density mixed-use projects are nowrourine, it,vasn't
al,vays the case. Backm 1994, when Calthorpe designed the Crossings
~ lvlountain View, mixing four housing types "broke all the rules,"
Scanga recalls, and put off ,vary lenders until the project .had enough
sales to prove the concept ~ould succeed in ~e marketplace.

John Ellis of Solomon ETC in San Francisco, which designed one of
the first transit-oriented master plans, in the nation for Hayward in
1992, observes that misperceptions about density are common. "A bal-
ance of building types brings vitality to a neighborhood," he sa)'S, '~and
helps support a variety of cultural amenities." If you look at historic
models, such as San Francisco's South Park or the central square in

Sonoma County's Healdsburg, Ellis notes, "You find a mL"\: of open

space, commercial buildings and housing which unobtrusively incorpo-

rates parking into a pedestrian-friendly environment."
The firm, which has projects ranging from new public housing in

Seattle to- a privately developed transit village in Mountain VJ~v, has

found that "the term 'density' ends up being a somewhat rnisunder-
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stood measure, because of perceptions of what is regarded. as 'high
density,' " Ellis says. "The success of any transit-related village depends

on creating ~omes for a variety of households, a sense of place, all
,viiliin ,valking distance of transit; at a scale that is appropriate to the
surrounding context. "

Neighborhood concerns about density tend to dissipate, says archi-
tect Da,oidJohnson, when a project brings a highly desired convenience
back to the communit;y.Johnson, ofChristianiJohnson Architects in San
Francisco, says that a key ingredient in the Oceanvi~w Village on the San
Francisco/Daly City border was the integration of a new Alhertsons ~to
a I\eighborhood that had lost its supermarket when an aging shopping
center had closed.

The site \\"a5 a classic "grayfield," a :term used to describe outdated
malls, shopping centers and factQries that make ideal sites for mixed-use
projects. Johnson's design, which recenclywon a Gold.en Nugget award, is
linked by pedestrian wa1kv.'ays to the Daly City BART station and places a
retail Ie\'el anchored by Albertsons below 370 condominium homes.

Johnson, who jokingly tWists Louis Sullivan's classic architeCtural dic-
tum "form follows fi.mction" into "fonn follows parking," notes that
combining retail and housing req~es finessing parking reqUirements,
"Retailers '~"ant plenty of parking for customers, but too much parking
crowds out other uses," he explains. Cities can help by lqwering the
parl9Jig requirement for each unit, Johnson says, and by allowing mul-
tiple-use parking that serves customers in the day and residents at night.

A Work in Progress
Urban planning critics such as Ada Louise Huxtable and Jane

Jacobs justifiably reviled the Modernist impulse to plunk do~ large-
scale projectS in the middle of the urban fabric back in the '60s and
'70s, and today's designers are m~king conscientious efforts to avoid
those mistakes.

"The idea is to make neighborhoods feel better, to increase their
value "\\ith amenities, and to give residentS homes they can identify
rather than a faceless unit in an indistinguishable block," says Alex
Seidel. But there is still a tendency to look at these projectS as solutions
to a real estate or transit problem rather than places you want to live."

The ideas of New Urbanism aren't ne':v; architect Christopher Al-
exander and his co-authors laid out pI:acrical guidelines to urban desigl'l
in his seminal 1977 work, "A Pattern Language," and Bernard Rudof-
s\"1"s 1969 book, "Streets for People: A Primer for Americans" illustrat-
ed the key features of beautiful u.rban distriCtS by drawing heavily on
Italian to\\"IlS and European cities for example~ of elements such as
.pa\-ing, a,\"Ilings, arches and promenades.

But Zoning la'~"S, builders and lenders are conservative by nature, and
transit ..illages are still youthful innovators on the .American landscape,
very much works in progress, with refinements, compromises and les-

.sons learned constantly being threaded into sites established and new.
And it isn't all up to the designers to make them work. "An enonnous

number of things need to change to get ready for this transit-oriented
gro\~-th," says Shelley Poticha, co-author with Hank DittIriar of me
.just-published "The New Transit Town.'~ "Cities have to revamp their
zoning and make it easier to build theSe projects, and developers need to
look be}'ond their property lines and pay more attention to making
\valkable, beautiful places. There's a great enthusiasm for urba~ life, andwe have"a tremendous opportunity to meet that demand.". .

Berkeley !:..nter Charles Smith is a frequent connibutor to The Chronicle on
hcirlSi11g and design i.l:S"Ues. Hir work has been publirhed in Bay Area and

notional publicatiO1lS since 1988.
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